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In early May, seven major US-based environmental groups announced they would support approval
of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) if the parallel accord on the environment
stipulates creation of a trinational commission empowered to investigate environmental complaints.
"If [the Clinton administration] plays the supplemental agreements right, you could have an
environmental constituency in favor of trade," said Stewart Hudson, a trade analyst at the National
Wildlife Federation, one of the seven groups which signed the letter. The other organizations were
the Environmental Defense Fund, the National Audubon Society, the Nature Conservancy, the
Natural Resources Defense Council, the World Wildlife Fund and Defenders of Wildlife. "Our
hope is to remove the environment as an issue that could block ratification," said Ken Berlin,
an attorney who drafted the endorsement letter signed by the seven organizations. Under the
plan proposed by the seven groups in their letter, if a country fails to adhere to the trilateral
commission's recommendations, another country could register a complaint to a NAFTA disputeresolution panel, which would review the complaint and recommend sanctions. Other prominent
US environmental groups such as the Sierra Club, Friends of the Earth, and the National Toxics
Campaign Fund did not sign the letter. These groups have said they will oppose NAFTA unless
a parallel agreement on the environment contains strong anti-pollution enforcement provisions.
Many Canadian environmental groups also remain opposed to NAFTA. On May 5, a coalition
of 80 Canadian environmental groups wrote to Trade Minister Michael Wilson to voice their
objections. They characterized the treaty as anti-environment and anti-democratic because it
undermines the authority of nationally elected governments to set environmental standards.
Leading the coalition were the Canadian Environmental Law Association and Greenpeace Canada.
The Clinton administration's proposal that the parallel agreement on the environment include
the creation of a trinational panel has caused some concern among Republican senators. At a
hearing on May 6, Sen. John Danforth (R- Missouri) warned US Trade Representative Mickey
Kantor that such an environmental commission was an example of the "dangerous" overregulation
that he and fellow Republicans opposed. But the efforts to create the environmental commission
apparently won a strong endorsement from the administration of President Carlos Salinas de
Gortari. In an interview carried by Newsweek magazine on May 10, Social Development Secretary
Luis Donaldo Colosio described Clinton's efforts to improve NAFTA's environmental and labor
provisions as "magnificent." Colosio, whose ministry is in charge of Mexico's anti- pollution
programs, reiterated Mexico's commitment to cleaning up the environment. However, he reminded
US and Canadian officials that "a sound environment requires a strong economy." The Salinas
administration is addressing the country's severe pollution problems through a combination of
increased enforcement and incentives. On the one hand, the administration has issued a directive
requiring all companies to reduce emissions by 70% by mid-1994 or face severe sanctions. On
the other hand, Salinas has authorized US$1 billion in revolving credit lines for companies to
acquire environmentally-sound technology. The possibility of tighter enforcement of Mexico's strict
anti-pollution laws could benefit US and Canadian companies that sell anti-pollution equipment
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 057671
ISSN: 1054-8890

and offer environmental consulting services. According to David Robinson, a US environmental
consultant based in Mexico City, few Mexican companies are able to meet domestic demand for
such items as water treatment equipment. Robinson cited a study by the US Commerce Department
which indicated the market for water treatment equipment in Mexico grew nearly 400% from 1991
to 1992. Despite the possibility of tighter enforcement of environmental regulations, the number of
loans requested from small businesses to support anti-pollution programs declined by 13% 1992
in comparison to 1991. According to a spokesperson for the government's small business lender
(Nacional Financiera, NAFINSA), the drop in loan requests came despite the fact that more money
had been made available for anti-pollution programs. (Sources: Associated Press, 04/23/93; Notimex,
04/25/93, 05/06/93; New York Times, 04/30/93; Uno Mas Uno, Agence France-Presse, 05/03/93; Wall
Street Journal, 05/04/93; Globe and Mail (Toronto), 05/06/93; Newsweek, 05/10/93)
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